To discuss these questions, the Joan Shorenstein Center on the Press, Politics and Public Policy invited politicians, scholars, journalists, and industry representatives to a special conference at its Washington, D.C., office in October 1999. It was "special" in the sense that every point of view was solicited from across the ideological spectrum, from one end to the other, resulting in a robust discussion of consumer rights and the impact of the new technology on a free press and a vibrant democracy. No solutions were expected, and none emerged. If anything, the initial questions only raised further questions. Clearly, everyone respected the unavoidable fact that we were all in the swirl of a technological revolution, with the ultimate outcome far from clear.
On one side of the debate were all of those who trumpeted the glories and potential of the new technology. They argued, somewhat predictably, that cable and the Internet were the cyber equivalents of a supermall, providing consumers with access to every imaginable product. Nothing was beyond reach. The obvious question was then raised: Isn't the new technology essentially elitist, not yet available to most people? No, they claimed, quite the contrary. It was democratizing and decidedly nonelitist, for it provided consumers (or citizens) with every size, shape, and flavor of the most important product of this age-namely, information.
The Internet was seen as the magical conveyor belt. It stood at the center of every vision and every concern. Wasn't it true that anyone with a modem could be instantaneously transformed into a reporter or a commentator? Yes, but . . . The reality of the Internet-Matt Drudge and other exceptions notwithstanding-seemed closer to Hyde Park Corner. Anyone could have a soapbox, but no one had to pay attention.
The Internet also provided another kind of opportunity for the larger corporations, such as America Online (AOL). It allowed their customers to pull an end run around the traditional media, which used to be their only sources of news, by providing access to alternative sources of information. George Vradenberg, senior vice-president of AOL, claimed that "if you look at daily circulation, the daily circulation of AOL news is greater than CNN, greater than the New York Times." 3 Vradenberg added that in this new media world, "people are going to be able to pick, and it may not be that people will choose to get their news from . . . the traditional broadcast networks, journalists, because people may want diversity and people may want convenience more than they want the traditional three networks with the finest quality, which is the $6-million-a-year anchorman."
Steven Rattner, once a reporter for the New York Times but now deputy chairman of Lazard, Freres and Co., echoed this laissez-faire, free-market, open-society sentiment: "I think the development of the Internet is a huge positive where people today have the ability to get their news and their information any way they want it. They can . . . watch C-SPAN and get it sort of unfiltered by the press. [Or they] can get it analyzed, adjusted, condensed." Viewers can now log on and read the current edition of German newspapers in German, Chinese newspapers in Chinese. From anywhere in the world, an absentee voter can access her hometown newspaper's Web site, read candidate interviews, and make a far more informed choice on her ballot. Candidates, representatives, and government agencies can communicate information directly to voters and constituents without buying ads or begging for news coverage. (No longer would a candidate have to beg, borrow, or steal to get TV time; it would simply be available on the Internet.) Richard Nixon would have been utterly delighted to see the triumphant vindication of one controversial element of his press strategy on a daily, even hourly, basis-going directly to local news outlets as a way of bypassing the traveling national/Washington press corps, which he so detested.
On the other side of the debate were those who saw profound and pervasive dangers in the rash of recent mega-media mergers. Congressman Edward Markey of Massachusetts, ranking Democrat on the House Subcommittee on Telecommunications, warned about rulings that made it easier for large corporations to purchase more stations and networks-rulings that might lower the quality and variety of local news. "The FCC made a decision last month [September 1999] to change the rules to allow one company to own two big TV stations in the same community plus six radio stations in the same community," Markey said. "It's the worst decision made by the Federal Communications Commission since 1983. . . . It's going backwards." Using the example of his hometown of Boston, Markey argued that "there is no public policy need to have one New York company own two TV stations and six radio stations in the Boston marketplace and have another as well do the same thing when, in fact, right now as a matter of policy, we have these independent financially viable voices providing different perspectives on local news."
Markey's concern about carpetbagger control of the local media also had a national component. Dean Alger, author of Mega Media, a study of media mergers, outlined his deep concern with a run of statistics. "In the early 1900s, 80 percent or more of newspapers were independently owned." In contrast, Alger noted, "by the 1990s, well over 80 percent of newspapers in America were chain or conglomerate owned. The top ten newspaper chains must now control over half of the daily newspaper circulation in America." Broadcast television has seen similar changes, with the News Corporation owning twenty-three stations and the proposed Viacom-CBS total of thirty-three stations now exceeding the audience cap of 35 percent of the country. Cable television may have seen the greatest concentration of all. According to Alger, "TNT's acquisitions of huge TCI and Media One made it suddenly the King Kong of cable, directly controlling a quarter of all cable subscribers by itself." With investments in other cable companies, TNT can, if it wishes, exert strong influence in 40 to 50 percent of cable operations around the country.
But does mere ownership of a news-distributing outlet necessarily influence the content or quality of news? The verdict was decidedly mixed. CNN's Wolf Blitzer reported that he had felt "only marginal impact from the Time Warner leadership of CNN" in the form of joint ventures with magazines owned by Time Warner. As for the way he does his daily job of reporting and anchoring the news, Blitzer said, "I've met some of the top executives of Time Warner. I met Ted Turner before that. And I can bet that neither Ted Turner nor Gerry Levin has had a whole lot of direct contact with me in how I go about gathering the news."
And does ownership necessarily impose a single philosophical vision on the news product? Again, not necessarily. In fact, it was pointed out, today's news might suffer from homogeneity of content. Former NBC and PBS president Lawrence Grossman warned that the diversity of resources did not equal a diversity of viewpoints. "There's certainly much less diversity in news gathering. Most of these [new sources] are derivative." AOL might have the largest distribution of news sources, but as Grossman noted, "AOL does not have its own staff of worldwide bureaus and news correspondents." It exercises no independent editorial control over the content. Like the Internet itself, the AOL "portal," as it's called, is a conveyor belt of information. Similarly, the Drudge Report might get more hits than WashingtonPost.com, but the site mostly links viewers to wire services and other news sources. While Philip Meyer of the University of North Carolina has correctly pointed out in a USA Today op-ed piece that content sharing ventures between established news outlets can raise the quality of news on the Internet, 4 this is, so far, a hope yet to be realized. A survey of current search engines and news sites found that most still provide headlines and information derived from AP or Reuters stories-not from independent reporting. There may, in fact, be more ways to get "news," but the news seems to be all the same.
Yet there is little doubt that when a large corporation owns a news network, it runs the risk of a dangerous conflict of interest. For example, in October 1998, ABC News president David Westin decided not to air a story by investigative reporter Brian Ross because it alleged bad practices by Disney at a Florida amusement park. Disney happens to own ABC. Westin's controversial decision followed by just a few days an eye-opening acknowledgment by Michael Eisner, the chairman of Disney, in a NPR interview. "I would prefer ABC not to cover Disney. . . . I think it's inappropriate for Disney to be covered by Disney."
Another example, cited in Alger's book and featured in a PBS documentary hosted by conference panelist Bill Moyers, was the skimpy TV coverage of the Telecommunications Act of 1996. During nine months of Senate consideration, the legislation received a total of nineteen minutes of news coverage from the three major broadcast networks. And not one minute of coverage was given to the controversial issue of digital spectrum, a public resource worth a potential $70 billion that was given away to the networks for free.
For anyone anticipating serious problems in the recent mega-media mergers, these two examples may be harbingers of a worrisome trend. They may also raise a basic question about whether the American people can expect a genuine critique of corporate behavior from news organizations owned by megacorporations.
No one is arguing against the spread of information. But information itself may prove to be a valueless product unless the data can be transformed into knowledge-into the ability of each individual to organize the data into an orderly, moral compass for social and political engagement and activity. The progression of information that becomes knowledge may, if we as a society are lucky, lead to wisdom, the ultimate goal of our new technological capacity to coexist in a free and flexible environment. But here, there is a large, unresolved problem. The new technology rivets our attention on the yesterday, today, and tomorrow of our digital embrace. Beyond this embrace is a void of data, not yet digitalized. What happened twenty-five, one hundred, one thousand years ago? The danger at this time is that universities, professors, and their students become experts in the here and now and forget that wisdom is the accumulated knowledge of the then and there, too.
Finally, we must recognize that though many of us have become creatures and products of the new technology, not everyone has equal access to its wonders and potential. Though its spread has been truly remarkable, the Internet has not yet spread to the lower reaches of American society, to the have-nots who cannot share in the excitement of this revolutionary time and who, feeling disconnected, disenfranchised, and resentful, may retreat into a form of total alienation.
We are all living through a technological revolution, one of the most awesome in history. What a responsibility it imposes on us all! Notes
